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A step by step process should be considered to start building innovation 
ecosystems in Africa, responding to its own needs and opportunities and 
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Who has not been moved by Chinua Achebe’s beautiful novel Things fall apart? The 
arrival of European colonisers brought 
ruin and tragedy to people in an old 
civilisation. Yet Africa had not so 
peaceful a history that village life would 
never before have been disturbed by 
invaders, that an entire people was 
not forced to migrate, that empires did 
not rise and collapse, that no atrocities 
were committed. Life was brutal and 
short for millennia, everywhere in the 
pre-modern world. 
The millennia shift 
So what was different this 
time? European colonisers brought 
modernity, a complex civilisation shift 
based on rationalist philosophy and 
a market economy driven by science 
and technology, which developed first 
in Europe only because of a unique 
historic juncture, and which brought 
with it the most profound social, 
cultural and political changes in history. 
The arrival of Europeans and 
Asians at Africa’s shores to trade, three 
centuries earlier, did not have this 
effect, because it had minimal impact 
on the traditional political and societal 
structures and on cultural paradigms. 
But the shift from trading to outright 
occupation and direct intervention in 
the ways of living of the people did. 
Resistance was overcome brutally. 
What could have been a gradual 
evolution was forced upon Africa in 
a short time, to serve the economic 
interests of the colonisers.    
Africa’s civilisation, unique and 
different from others in the world, 
and often unknown or misunderstood 
because of a lack of unbiased historical 
research, had shown great strengths 
and weakness. But like civilisations 
in other continents, the concept of 
science-based technological progress, 
economic competition and a societal 
urge for permanently improving the 
material conditions of people’s lives, 
was absent. Great inventions had 
been made earlier in the Aztec, Arab, 
Chinese and other civilisations, but 
they did not emerge on the basis of this 
particularly European historic juncture 
of systemic scientific development and 
industrialisation, and the widespread 
and eager take-up of the outcomes. 
European/American modernity has 
been welcomed because it has so 
much improved living conditions for 
so many. But there was, and still is, 
inevitably a downside.              
Achebe and other African writers 
have their counterparts elsewhere. 
The literature of other continents, 
including Europe itself, is full of 
novels about the effects of modernity 
on people, whether it was imposed 
from outside, as in Africa, or by 
their own ruling elites, as in Europe. 
They all describe how a millennia 
old way of life, based on very slowly 
evolving rural economies, suddenly, 
in just a generation or two, became 
disturbed by rapid industrialisation 
and its multiple effects on cultural 
paradigms and on political and social 
structures. The French author Charles 
Péguy called the disappearance of the 
farming class in 20th Century Europe 
the most important historic event ever. 
For millennia, the vast majority of 
people had lived of the land, whether 
as hunter gatherers or, since about 10 
000 years ago, as serfs, peasants or 
farmers. Social beliefs, such as religions 
or gender roles, and social institutions, 
such as authoritarian government 
systems and their organisation of the 
economy, were all determined by the 
needs of farming and the turning of the 
seasons. 
Modernity changed this more 
rapidly and more profoundly than ever 
before in history; in just a century, 
people working and earning their living 
on the land declined from 80-90% 
of the population to less than 10-5% 
today in most European countries. But 
as a result of industrialisation, in 200 
years more wealth was created and life 
changed more significantly than in the 
20 000 years before. Changes included 
our metaphysical views on life and 
on the family, our social relations, 
the emergence of the individual, new 
functions for government and demand 
for accountability, the emergence 
of enterprises as key drivers of 
scientific, technological and economic 
development and of trade, our relation 
to nature and so much more. Nothing 
could be remotely compared to earlier 
times.  
Of course there had been 
technological progress elsewhere 
before, but never so systematically and 
continuously as in Europe since the late 
18th Century. From Europe modernity 
spread rapidly to North America, 
making the newly independent USA 
finally overtaking the old continent. 
The two together came to be seen 
by the rest of the world as ‘the West’, 
with all their desirable things, and its 
unwanted ones. 
All laments and theorising about 
colonisation notwithstanding, there is 
no denying that Africa stood nowhere 
at that time, in relation to scientific 
rationality and industrialisation, and 
nearly all of its once powerful kingdoms 
were withering away. This was partly 
due to the short-sightedness of its 
ruling elites who did not use earlier 
trade opportunities to set in motion a 
process of modernisation. (Robinson & 
Acemoglu 2012) 
And there is no turning back from 
modernity, because people all over the 
world are aware now of its multiple 
benefits for them. Does anyone in Africa 
want to return to the average short life 
span, to the levels of infant mortality, 
before the arrival of medicine by the 
colonisers? Despite critical aspects too, 
such as the effects of industrialisation 
on the environment, the balance of 
modernity is clearly positive for people. 
The new great divide
Rapid and sustained economic 
growth is intertwined with deep societal 
change, modernity, everywhere in 
the world, but it remains largely 
dependent on research and technology 
developments in North America and 
Europe, in Japan and a handful of 
newcomers, such as South Korea. 
China is investing massively to become 
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a producer of technological progress 
itself, while still being for the moment 
dependent on technology imports. 
There is in Africa today remarkable 
economic growth and diversification, 
the rise of a middle class, more 
accountable (democratic) government, 
changing life styles, all exponents 
of modernity, but where do African 
countries really stand in the world? Are 
they in a fundamentally better position 
than two centuries ago?
The two tables which follow tell a 
sobering story.
There is no African country to be 
found among the highest performing 
countries in terms of economic 
innovation capabilities or in global 
competitiveness. 
The only one even researched by 
IMD is South Africa which is in 53rd 
place in its competitiveness ranking 
(2013). The WEF ranking does include 
all African countries, but it is distressing 
to find them nearly all at the bottom of 
their list, with Mauritius placed best in 
45th place, followed by South Africa in 
53rd place, and Rwanda in 65th place. 
Looking at the innovation ranking 
of INSEAD, produced together with 
Cornell University and the World 
Intellectual Property Organisation 
(WIPO), a UN body, one understands 
why the competitiveness ranking is so 
low. The first to appear is Mauritius, in 
53rd place, followed by South Africa in 
58th place, and Botswana in 91st place. 
One may note that also none of the 
BRIC countries appears among the top 
in these lists, which says a lot of the real 
economic significance of this political 
grouping: they are still predominantly 
industrial economies, some of them 
with large market potential, but in 
terms of top research and radical 
innovations, those which produce 
economic and societal paradigm 
shifts, such as ICT or life sciences, they 
remain dependent on ‘the West’ which 
is moving rapidly to a post-industrial 
economy. And they will remain so for 
decades to come, because they are 
still building up the multiple and inter-
acting capabilities which the West 
and some other countries have solidly 
established over two centuries. While 
some African politicians still indulge in 
bashing the former colonial countries, 
other developing countries cleverly 
construct a multitude of relations with 
Europe and America, Japan and other 
countries dominating in research and 
innovation, in order to catch up with 
the Western capabilities. Fortunately 
for them, research, by its very nature, 
is an open, networked activity. Only 
its transformation in tradable products 
sometimes becomes protected in order 
to ensure competitive advantage.    
The African renaissance may be 
bringing new economic growth and 
development, after years of stagnation 
imposed by the ill-considered policies 
of the IMF and by kleptocracy in its 
own governments, but it does not seem 
to reduce the divide in innovation and 
competitiveness, which some other 
countries have achieved. Why is no 
African country, not even South Africa, 
in the tables of the most innovative and 
competitive economies worldwide? In 
fact, they do not even come near the 
top 20.  
The missing policy drive
Africa’s growth is still largely driven 
by the global commodities trade, 
with some agricultural and even less 
manufacturing trade in addition. Its 
regional market integration is still 
highly insufficient, depriving it of one 
important source of internal trade 
and development. It is importing 
technology, rather than focussing on 
improving its education systems which 
would allow it to develop its own. It is 
therefore vulnerable to developments 
elsewhere, not least to the continuous 
technological developments in the US, 
Europe, Japan and a few countries in 
South-East Asia.   
But can one expect countries 
which are still coping with a multitude 
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Table 1: Overview of innovation rankings 
Rank INSEAD’s Global Innovation 
Index World 2014
Innovation Union Scoreboard 2014
1 Switzerland (64.78) Sweden
2 United Kingdom (62.37) Denmark
3 Sweden (62.29) Germany
4 Finland (60.67) Finland
5 Netherlands (60.59) Luxembourg
6 United States (60.09) Netherlands
7 Singapore (59.24) Belgium
8 Denmark (57.52) United Kingdom
9 Luxembourg (56.86) Ireland
10 Hong Kong [China] (56.82) Austria
11 Ireland (56.67) France
12 Canada (56.13) Slovenia
13 Germany (56.02) Estonia
14 Norway (55.59) Cyprus
15 Israel (55.46) Italy
16 Korea, Republic of (55.27) Czech Republic
17 Australia (55.01) Spain
18 New Zealand (54.52) Portugal
19 Iceland (54.05) Greece
20 Austria (53.41) Hungary
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of structural problems to invest in 
innovation policy, when there are 
so many other pressing demands 
on public budgets, not least poverty 
alleviation? Yes! Can countries with 
limited government capabilities and a 
small research infrastructure do it? Yes! 
And can a comprehensive innovation 
policy facilitate solving complex 
structural problems? Yes!  
Innovation is not just a matter of 
public spending on research but of 
creating the right framework conditions 
for people and for companies, small 
and large, to innovate in the market; 
and it does not concern only high 
technology sectors, but all sectors 
of the economy, including the most 
traditional ones which often offer the 
greatest scope for innovation. 
For example, Europe’s textile 
industry was believed by many 
observers to have no future, despite the 
use of new technologies, until creative 
entrepreneurs started to innovate in 
relation to its management processes. 
America’s car industry, cash rich but 
poor in technological progress because 
of a management focussed on short 
term profitability, went under and had 
to be saved by the Obama government. 
South Korea has established 4 times 
as many university chairs on system 
complexity then Europe, so no wonder 
that Europe cannot keep pace in ICT 
technology with them. Compared 
to America and Japan, European 
countries’ research and innovation 
efforts are too fragmented, due to 
outdated national sovereignty views 
and short term political interests, while 
companies, even small ones, focus 
today on European and global markets. 
No wonder that Europe loses global 
market share in some sectors, not in all, 
and some countries succeed extremely 
well, owing to policies creating the right 
framework conditions for innovation.      
The key objective of an innovation 
policy is to create value for society, 
by enhancing the quality of life 
of its citizens and the (global) 
competitiveness of its enterprises, 
through intelligent inter-action 
between a variety of stakeholders. 
These are, principally, economic actors 
(companies and other entities), public 
governance systems (African Union, 
regional market structures, national, 
provincial and even city governments), 
universities and other centres of 
knowledge, often also civic society and 
consumer organisations. 
This requires leadership and an 
open, collaborative mind-set from 
governments, not a hierarchical, 
authoritarian, bureaucratic approach. 
Africa’s surviving communal traditions, 
its proclaimed Ubuntu, can help 
to innovate governance to make it 
appropriate for the 21st century. 
Value creation implies a wide 
concept of demand. This can come from 
the needs of industry to find solutions to 
specific problems in their value chain or 
from the many societal needs in Africa. 
Indeed, innovation often comes through 
the involvement of stakeholders, of those 
directly concerned by the outcomes 
(co-creation). Africa’s development of 
mobile telecommunications and their 
increasing uses for all kind of services is a 
good but unfortunately lonely example. 
In many cases the sometimes obsolete 
government and bureaucracy structures 
in Africa constitute a barrier to change.
For example, South Africa’s 
grassroots movements for improving 
public services can provide a push not 
just for their provision but also their 
innovation, if given the right response 
and constructive engagement with 
enterprises and centres of research; and 
this in turn can lead to new products 
and management methods in the public 
and/or private sector and perhaps to 
building or growing companies which 
are more competitive in other markets. 
A virtuous economic circle can be the 
result of a social demand taken up by an 
open and strategically oriented mind.        
Demand driven value creation 
requires permanent strategic agility, 
scanning the global and African context, 
scouting for opportunities, and attention 
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Table 2: Overview of competitiveness rankings
Rank WEF’s Global Competitiveness 
Report 2014-2015
IMD’s World Competitiveness 
Yearbook 2014
1 Switzerland (5.70) United States (100.000)
2 Singapore (5.65) Switzerland (92.423)
3 United States (5.54) Singapore (90.966)
4 Finland (5.50) Hong Kong (90.329)
5 Germany (5.49) Sweden (85.833)
6 Japan (5.47) Germany (85.782)
7 Hong Kong SAR (5.46) Canada (85.429)
8 Netherlands (5.45) United Arab Emirates (84.892)
9 United Kingdom (5.41) Denmark (84.040)
10 Sweden (5.41) Norway (83.293)
11 Norway (5.35) Luxembourg (82.164)
12 United Arab Emirates (5.33) Malaysia (82.088)
13 Denmark (5.29) Taiwan (81.233)
14 Taiwan, China (5.25) Netherlands (81.144)
15 Canada (5.24) Ireland (80.360)
16 Qatar (5.24) United Kingdom (79.814)
17 New Zealand (5.20) Australia (79.559)
18 Belgium (5.18) Finland (78.159)
19 Luxembourg (5.17) Qatar (77.116)
20 Malaysia (5.16) New Zealand (74.943)
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to economic and technological 
continuities or discontinuities. The 
emergence of novel concepts or 
processes, products or services, is often 
the result of out-of-the-box thinking, 
improvisation, repeated trial and 
error, the emergence of new tacit and 
explicit knowledge until some form of 
consolidation takes place.
To achieve an innovative economic 
and social context, a kind of ecosystem 
must emerge through careful 
nurturing and reform. An ecosystem 
of innovation aims to emulate nature 
in its organisational complexity and 
to create the dynamics, interactions 
and feedbacks that produce desired 
outcomes, spin-offs and cumulative 
effects. Paradoxically, it requires an 
effort of parallel construction and 
deconstruction and of creation of the 
right framework conditions, which 
can only be done through consistent 
holistic steering. And, in addition, the 
effects may be at the start uncertain and 
apparently marginal before developing 
their full potential.  
Natural ecosystems evolve under 
the pressure of contextual change, or 
perish. Similarly, the creation of an 
ecosystem of innovation will be required 
and stimulated by external challenges 
which threaten the survival of desired 
patterns. This brings acceptance for 
the need for innovativeness, but only 
if accompanied by clear identification 
and communication of the potential 
benefits.
Africa is not lacking so much in 
capacities but it does have a serious 
problem of coherence of vision and 
purpose, of creating cumulative 
effects, and of political culture, due 
to organisational fragmentation, 
persistence of multiple barriers in 
markets, and the absence of a system 
approach. It does not have the right 
culture and governance tools to 
develop an ecosystem of innovation 
appropriate to the present challenges 
because it continues too much on the 
government trajectories inherited from 
the colonial age (Mbeki 2009).
A step by step process should be 
considered to start building innovation 
ecosystems in Africa, responding 
to its own needs and opportunities 
and taking the global market context 
into account. Clear and consistent 
leadership from the top will be needed 
to create the framework conditions 
to facilitate other actors, primarily 
companies and centres of knowledge, 
to develop and manage the dynamic 
inter-actions which lead to measurable 
innovation and added value creation.
This should not be done only on a 
country by country basis, but ideally 
there should be an overarching drive 
from a public body, such as the African 
Union or the African Development 
Bank, or an initiative from a private 
foundation, to harness better the many 
opportunities from cooperation across 
borders and sectors, and to stimulate 
cross-fertilisation. It will require a 
special dedicated effort, outside 
normal political procedures, involving 
business leaders, centres or research 
and civic society organisations.   
Waking the African lion 
Correctly assessing contextual 
change is a difficult task in business and 
government because of a tendency to 
compare with the past. It is therefore 
essential to develop a realistic cognitive 
map, based on an assessment of 
interacting developments. This first step 
must be done with a horizon 2030 and 
on the basis of foresight studies, through 
a network of centres of knowledge. 
Inspiration and methodological 
examples can be found in the work 
of the International Panel on Climate 
Change, the World Economic Forum on 
Risk Interconnection and Convergence 
or the strategic outlook of the World 
Business Council for Sustainability, and 
others.             
The resulting scan of innovation 
challenges for Africa should be 
formulated solution neutral. This will 
enable the emergence of creative 
ideas, which are the embryonic 
solutions whose potential impact can 
then be further analysed. It will also 
avoid determining future innovation 
efforts by tactical considerations.
The persistent gap with the most 
dynamic economies outlined above 
cannot be overcome by incremental 
but by a radical approach in order to 
achieve trend mutation. This is not just 
to catch up in sectors of high innovation 
and rapid productivity growth, where 
Africa continues to seriously lag behind, 
but also in traditional sectors, where 
there is often competitive advantage; 
and obviously in public governance, 
whose policies and accumulation of 
rules are the main cause of this lack of 
competitiveness. It requires thinking 
out-of-the-box, including intangibles 
such as design, brand development, 
intellectual property protection 
(including novelties such as geographic 
indicators), management, and other 
elements of successful innovation.   
The focus in innovative economies is 
on collaborative governance, not on the 
hierarchical bureaucratic governance 
with its over-reliance on regulation, 
inherited from colonialism and typical 
for a bygone industrial economy. 
Change is necessary to move beyond 
a culture of regulation and control and 
towards a culture of mentoring and 
coaching of all stakeholders. 
The relations between different 
administrative units within government 
as much as between them, the different 
interfaces between politicians and 
civil servants, and finally but not 
least, the capacity problems in many 
countries, need urgent addressing in 
order to facilitate the emergence and 
functioning of an innovation ecosystem. 
This requires attention to ensuring equal 
capabilities throughout governance 
systems of Africa. The existing Peer 
Review Mechanism could be updated 
and widened to take account of the 
new governance culture and methods 
for innovation policy development and 
implementation. 
In order to align the contrasting, open 
and hidden, interests of stakeholders 
within countries, but also between 
African countries (perhaps on a regional 
market basis, such as SACU and others), 
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development, after years 
of stagnation imposed 
by the ill-considered 
policies of the IMF and 
by kleptocracy in its 
own governments.
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it is necessary to develop a learning 
mind-set. Therefore, cross-disciplinary 
research and multi-experience inputs, 
as well as open-mindedness and 
incentives, and finally tolerant handling 
of failures, will be necessary also after 
the assessment phase.
In fact, it can probably only be 
achieved through consistent and 
courageous leadership – but one which 
is sensitive also to the requirements of an 
innovation ecosystem functioning and 
to the continuously changing context. 
Leadership is often assumed in Africa, 
seldom developed. Yet the complexity 
of ecosystem steering requires us to 
focus on this now.  
Coherence is a key ingredient 
for bringing cumulative effects in an 
innovation ecosystem. It demands an 
overall perspective, based on long-term 
foresight, in particular in the early stage 
of innovation development when 
inertia and status quo approaches 
may undermine the need for radical 
new departures. Therefore coherence 
cannot be provided through traditional 
coordination set-ups which usually 
serve only short-term interests. 
In order to ensure a focus on the 
mega-issues determined during the 
assessment phase, to avoid their 
premature absorption in policy-as-usual, 
and to create serendipity, experimental 
attitude to reality and risk taking in the 
face of uncertainty, innovation must 
be steered centrally. It must be an 
overarching objective towards which all 
others must converge. 
To assess the possible need for 
paradigm shifts and to align the various 
agendas, it is essential to involve 
economic actors alongside the centres 
of knowledge, because they often 
possess an understanding of market 
needs second to none. This demands 
a deliberation culture and tools which 
go  beyond mechanistic consultation 
procedures in order to bring a shared 
vision, engagement and cooperation 
during implementation. Research and 
centuries of experience show that 
there is a positive correlation between 
a society’s degree of openness and 
tolerance for the independent, creative 
and entrepreneurial minded and its 
economic success. 
Finally, regular peer review, 
scrutiny of process and evaluation 
of achievements by independent 
multi-stakeholder groups of experts 
is essential to ensure firmness of 
purpose and agility of methodologies. 
Experimenting with fundamentally 
new methods and abandoning or 
modifying programmes when they 
appear not to move fast enough 
towards tangible results must be a 
full part of an innovation ecosystem. 
Included in evaluation approaches 
must be tolerance for failure, provided 
the right efforts have been made of 
course, because without some form 
of controlled gambling there will 
be not enough innovation. This will 
be a radical departure from existing 
bureaucratic culture and requires 
strong leadership support, transparency 
and communication with stakeholders. 
Evaluation is not only part of 
constant learning under circumstances 
of uncertainty. It also helps to develop 
a more constructive approach to 
risk management in the broadest 
sense. Learning capacities and risk 
acceptance are major characteristics of 
an innovation ecosystem. They provide 
the basis for adjustments and often lead 
to additional innovativeness, hence to 
better value creation and competitive 
advantage.          
Conclusion
One often has an impression of 
rhetorical incontinence reading about 
or listening to the grand goals of the 
African Renaissance. They are seldom 
followed up by concrete, feasible 
proposals involving all stakeholders. Yet 
adversity offers the greatest opportunity 
for starting a process of innovation. 
Africa can be inspired by innovation 
policy developments, successes and 
failures in other countries, and in 
particular those in the top league for 
innovation and competitiveness. 
The methodology of the tripartite 
High Level Group on Innovation Policy 
Management, set up in the EU to 
provide independent, out-of-the-box 
advice to the European Council of 
Heads of State and Government, 
can be a useful starting point. A 
comparable African initiative should 
bring together, in their private capacity, 
a small group of key officials dealing 
with economic and innovation policy 
of the AU Commission, and from a 
few of its Member States (in order to 
represent different models), from large 
innovative corporations in different 
sectors (only one per sector, from Africa 
and outside), and a small number of 
practice oriented academics. The group 
should be steered by an independent 
chairperson and have its own temporary 
secretariat and research team. The 
work could be financed from private 
sources (business and foundations) in 
order to ensure independence and not 
to burden public budgets at the early 
stages of its operation. Its final report 
and recommendations are destined 
to reach the African Commission and 
Heads of Government. If a Pan-African 
initiative would be beyond reach, one 
can launch one or more regional ones.
 But ultimately Africa will have 
to find its own ways to ensure that 
the present gap does not widen and 
that it manages to further diversify 
its economies and to strengthen its 
capabilities through coherent and 
comprehensive innovation policies, at 
national and regional levels. 
As the late President Mandela 
rightly said ‘It is always impossible until 
it is done’. ■  
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